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Geneva afternoon pondered the unreliable statistics on infant mortality and debated agendas for uplifting African women, twenty or thirty Asante women in the town of Tafo gathered in the shade of an odum tree. There, more out of curiosity than anything else, they watched a Methodist missionary, Sister Persis Beer, and several of her students demonstrate how properly to bathe a baby. The week before, the women had been entertained by a lengthy session on making pancakes. Far from Geneva's Salle Centrale, far from the committee rooms of Britain's Colonial Office, it was basins and bathpowder, pancakes and biscuits. Was this the 'stuff' of which mothers were to be made?12 Indirect Rule and Mothercraft: Colonizing the Maternal in Asante Initially in Asante neither the colonial government, the missions nor Asante's chiefs appeared very interested in women's education or maternal and child welfare. After 1924, however, there was an explosion of interest in the welfare of women and children in Asante that can be explained only in part by factors and forces external to Asante itself, by events like the Geneva Conference. It is this paper's contention that the education and welfare initiatives aimed at Asante women during the 1920s and 1930s have to be understood within the context of a broader crisis in gender relations that shook Asante during those very same decades. The gender chaos, as it were, that accompanied the spread of cocoa as a cash crop (particularly after 1920) and the expansion of the trade in foodstuffs (a trade women tended to control) had profound repercussions on relationships between Asante men and women. Marriage, divorce and maternal/paternal responsibilities toward children in this matrilineal society were contested, challenged and, at times, redefined as a result of sweeping economic changes rooted in the expansion of cocoa. Let us look briefly at some of those changes.
Few would dispute Gareth Austin's recent contention that the labour necessary for the rapid spread of cocoa, which saw exports from the area rise from eight pounds to over 170,000 tons during the period 1890-1918, came 'very largely from established, non-capitalist sources'.13 After the abolition of slavery and the prohibition of pawning* in Asante in 1908, wives became one of the main sources of that unpaid labour, particularly in the initial establishment of cocoa farms.14 In many ways, wives' provision of labour flowed logically from pre-cocoa productive obligations between spouses. Wives commonly grew food crops on land cleared by their husbands -crops which both fed the family and provided a surplus which wives were entitled to sell. When cocoa farms were first established, the pattern differed little. In the first three to four years of their existence, the only returns from cocoa farms were the food crops -particularly crops like plantain or cocoyam which were planted to shade the young trees during their first years. After that point, however, food crops (that is, the wife's only material and guaranteed return on her labour investment in the farm) diminished. The main product of the farm now became the cocoa beans which belonged, in whole, to the husband. Any labour invested by a wife after a cocoa farm became mature was directly compensated 'only in the continued obligation of her husband', as Penelope Roberts writes, 'to provide part of her subsistence from his own earnings' . 15 Obviously, for wives, the investment of labour in a husband's cocoa farm meant benefits in the short-term and liabilities in the long-run. It certainly did not provide for future economic autonomy or security. It is for this reason, as Christine Okali observed, that 'wives working on new and young farms were always aware that they were not working on joint economic enterprises. They expected eventually to establish their own separate economic concerns'."6 The evidence suggests that this is precisely what many did after the initial establishment of cocoa in an area. As Austin has suggested, women's ownership of cocoa farms in Asante during the first two decades of this century was exceedingly rare. After that point, it became far more common and was directly correlated to the length of time cocoa had been cultivated in a given area. By the third decade of this century, in areas of Asante where cocoa was firmly entrenched, women began to establish their own cocoa farms -an option providing far more long-term economic security than labouring on a husband's mature farm. And the independent establishing of a cocoa farm was only one in a series of options that opened to women in areas where the cocoa economy was fully in place. 'The growth of male cocoa income', according to Austin's recent account, 'created economic opportunities for women in local markets, both as producers (for example, of food crops and cooked food) and as traders' *17 It is, I would argue, in this confusing period of transition in the development of Asante's cocoa economy that we must locate the gender chaos of the inter-war years and the accompanying explosion of interest in the welfare of women and children. It was during the 1920s, with cocoa well-established in many parts of Asante, that women's role in the cocoa economy was both changing and diversifying. Many wives were making the move from being the most common form of exploitable labour during the initial introduction of cocoa to exploiting, themselves, the new openings for economic autonomy and security presented by the established, thQugh still expanding, cocoa economy. Their moves are evident not just in the statistics documenting the increasing number of women cocoa-farm owners or in descriptions of the growing market in foodstuffs, but in the crisis in marriage so well-documented in customary court cases and in life histories.'8 In this transition period, some women were quite prepared to divorce a husband who refused to set up a farm for his wife. Others turned to customary courts to challenge matrilineal inheritance, demanding portions of a divorced or deceased husband's cocoa farm in recognition of labour invested. Still others sought to avoid marriage altogether or, at the very least, to insist on its fluidity and the mutuality of conjugal obligations. 19 All of these bits and pieces evidenced a gender crisis in Asante, a contest over the meanings and makings of marriage and parenting. They were, more than anything, about the struggle for control over women's productive and reproductive labour in Asante -control at the very moment women were beginning to negotiate their own spaces within the colonial economy. That this was a struggle articulated in a discourse of 'bad girls', of uncontrollability or of moral degeneration should come as no surprise. As Megan Vaughan has argued in a broader study of colonialism and African illness, 'the problem of women' was shorthand for a number of related problems including changes in property rights, in rights in labour and relations When the Centre opened its (temporary) doors in 1927, its primary objectives were to provide antenatal care to expectant mothers and to offer postnatal, well-baby care, to infants. Its main agenda, then, was preventive treatment, not care of the sick. In addition to its regular clinics, the Centre held weighing clinics to which mothers were supposed to bring their infants on a monthly basis in order to assess the child's development. It also helped to co-ordinate the house-to-house visitations conducted by the Gold Coast 36 The government justified the limited nature of the ordinance by claiming that 'there is not as yet so great a confidence in scientific methods of obstetrics . .. and if there were such confidence there will not be for some time a sufficiently large number of properly trained midwives to meet the public demands'.37 One has to do very little reading between the lines to glean from this statement that the majority of women preferred being attended by local midwives. Thus, the colonial legislation signified the government's inability to fully regulate, much less redefine, midwifery which remained, for the time being, in the hands of local practitioners.
But between these two extremes of women's full participation or of complete avoidance, most women negotiated their way through maternal decisions and colonial encounters on a daily basis, participating at one moment and avoiding at another. As one Kumasi resident recently recalled of the births of her three children, 'Sometimes I would take some herbs and sometimes I would go to the hospital'.38 And those who did participate in the various infant and maternal welfare schemes did so on terms that were not simply dictated by the colonial agent. Many, by the way they chose to participate and by the way they structured the encounter, sought to transform the making of colonial motherhood into something else entirely.
The very statistics gathered by the Gold Coast government provide evidence of this process. Kumasi's Child Welfare Centre was set up to provide antenatal care and well-child care, but in its first decade of operation the officers-in-charge found it virtually impossible to limit its function to welfare issues. With no hospital available to cope with high-risk deliveries, the Centre found itself delivering babies even though it had no facilities. In 1936, eighty-four women delivered their babies at the Centre; in 1937, 109 delivered there. Indeed, in the first full annual report on the Centre, the Medical Officer revealed that the facility was, in fact, focussing on curative, not preventive medicine, 'As the Clinic becomes better known to the Ashantis the difficulty of confining the activities of the Centre to welfare work becomes greater'. Most telling, perhaps, were the Officer's remarks concerning the activities of the child welfare clinic. 'Nearly every child is suffering from some definite disease', she reported, and of the more than 10,000 new children seen by the clinic, only nine percent came for well-child care, that is, 'for inspection and advice'. Ama Dapah supported her children, including paying their school fees, through her work as a trader. She always lived in her family house and her mother looked after the children when she was out. She never lived with any of her 'husbands'. 51 The point of recapping these two stories is not to draw conclusions concerning which was a more typical outcome of missionary mothermaking. Neither woman was more or less 'colonized' than the other; each simply negotiated the colonial map in a different way. Their stories illustrate how impossible it is to speak of a 'missionary impact' when the 'mission' itself constituted contested terrain and when so many factors external to the school itself came to bear on the making of Asante's first generation of colonized mothers. For example, in both cases here the class and status of the father (particularly as relative to that of the mother) played a significant role in mediating the woman's encounter with mission education. In short, while future mothers were certainly being made at Mmofraturo and other girls' schools during this period, it was not always in the way advocates of girls' education and mothercraft training had intended.
While the Methodist Woman's Work that went into education did not always result in the intended harvest, there were other efforts not bounded by the walls of the school. From the very beginning, an important aspect of girls' education entailed outreach programmes aimed at the mothers of tomorrow's mothers. From Mmofraturo's first year, its students and staff went out to nearby villages on weekends. At first these visits were rather informal, cast as efforts at 'making friends' with village women. 52 By 1934, these friendly visits were far more organized and had gained a specific maternal and infant welfare agenda. 'With added zest due to an increased interest in Red Cross work', reported Beer, the students were visiting the neighboring town of Tafo and bathing babies. In 1992 and 1993 I spoke to many women in the towns of Tafo, Effiduasi and Asokore who had direct experience of these outreach programmes in the 1930s. The majority of them had had their babies bathed by the Methodist outreach groups and all described very similar scenes. They recalled the missionaries arriving in town with a group of their students. Often the group was equipped with soap, sponges, powder and basins and, at times, they brought bandages and clothes made by the students and medicines for various skin ailments. Sometimes the group's arrival was formally announced by the chief through the beating of a gong-gong, but more often it was informally announced by the women themselves singing a welcoming song to the missionaries as they went to fetch water for the baths.55 As Yaa Pokuaa recalled, 'When they came, they asked us to bring them the children so they could show us how to bathe them. We took them to the outside of the house. There, they showed us how to bathe them well and then powder them. They advised us to do that everyday when we got up'. 56 But how did Asante women perceive this encounter -as a welcomed instructional session or as a coercive intrusion into their private worlds? I expected to hear one or the other of these responses when I asked women what they thought of the bathing sessions. I heard neither. When asked what they thought of this bathing of their babies, virtually every woman responded quite simply that it was good. When I asked if it was good because it changed or improved the ways that women washed their babies, only a few could point to any differences at all. Mary Oduro suggested that the only differences were that the missionaries used a basin to bathe the children and that they powdered them when finished: 'They told us to use a basin and not to bathe them like we were doing -just pouring water over them'. 57 However When asked why she thought the missionaries wanted to bathe the children, Ama Dapah simply replied, 'They were dirty'! She did not consider the bath to be an intrusion. 'We were not bothered [by it]', she recalled, 'because the children could be dirty, so they just came to help us'.61 This perception of the session as a culturally uncluttered bit of assistance to busy mothers was not uncommon. After having been asked if the missionaries and students knew anything about bathing children that the mothers did not, Akua Kankroma replied, 'We were doing it ourselves, but when they came they would ask if they could do it, so we just said yes'.62 Indeed, some women found the whole spectacle rather amusing -a bit of entertainment to break the routine of daily life. When Adwoa Tana was asked why she thought the bathing sessions were good, she replied with a hearty chuckle, 'It is good to have a white woman bathing your children The reminiscences of women whose babies were objects in bathing demonstrations point to a fascinating, textured colonial encounter that defies simple categorization. It was neither one of coercion and resistance nor one of imparting and receiving instruction. It was a social occasion, at times even festive, that brought daughters to villages to instruct mothers through the medium of missionary outreach. Though the students came bearing some of the cultural baggage of their teachers, that baggage was not as heavily packed as many might assume. It did not dominate the encounter; it did not structure that encounter in incontestable ways. As Mary Anokye, who was a student at Mmofraturo, recalled of those bathing sessions, 'We didn't teach things that would contradict customs. . . . They always received the message happily. But I couldn't tell if they turned deaf ears to it when we returned back home'.' Anokye understood that Asante women participated in mothercraft exercises largely on their own terms. They did not come because they wanted to learn a 'better' way. They came because it facilitated access to powder or to baby clothes made from imported cottons or to medicine. They came because it was something to do, an expression of courtesy, a bit of entertainment on a Saturday afternoon. This is not to suggest that the bathing encounter was wholly without social meaning, but to argue that its meanings were many and contested. Although the Comaroffs further suggest that the 'seeds of cultural imperialism were most effectively sown along the contours of everyday life',76 Asante women's encounters with British colonialism raise important questions of control and of agency in this imperialist enterprise. They suggest not only that there were few other places to sow those seeds, but that Asante women in large part determined how and where they could be sown. In other words, for maternal colonizers to sow the seeds of cultural imperialism in the 'contours of daily life' was to sow in ground over which, in Asante anyway, they had little control and to which they had only sporadic access. To extend the metaphor one step further, they were sowing seeds in ground they did not own, in a climate they could not predict and at intervals they did not determine. What eventually took root and thrived in that ground was something barely recognizable as imperialism's own.
Certainly motherhood was reconstructed in Asante. The maternal was colonized. But the process was not a linear one, determined by one actor. Asante women were active agents in shaping that process, in negotiating the terms of their own participation in the colonial encounter. More often than not, they chose to participate through the medium of baby contests, basins and pancakes and NOT through the medium of mothercraft lectures or social welfare projects -those non-negotiable and non-negotiating initiatives that demanded the complete reconstruction of the private domain. That the Kumasi welfare clinic, that Persis Beer, that Kathleen White agreed, wittingly or not, to these terms of participation was an acknowledgement of Asante women's power and autonomy, as well as a silent admission of the shallowness of colonialism's 'civilizing' mission. Government agents, missionaries, medical officers and teachers set out to make mothers in colonial Asante, but in the end they could not make them just as they pleased. They did not, to recall a celebrated observation, make them 'under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past' and on terms largely defined by Asante women themselves. 
